Contemporary public management is characterized by a strong tendency to introduce performance measurement in order to reduce complexity. Public managers face two challenges when performing their work: uncertainty and ambiguity. Ambiguity is understood as the absence of or contradictory interpretations about what needs to, can and should be done, when and where. In this article we argue that the intensity and nature of ambiguity vary, depending on the public management setting. This has serious implications for the type of evaluation chosen. Performance measurement may be appropriate when ambiguity is relatively low, but it is difficult and potentially damaging in settings marked by a high degree of ambiguity. In these latter cases, evaluation approaches that acknowledge ambiguity through dialogue are more suitable. To structure this line of reasoning, we distinguish four public management settings (industrial, enforcing, professional and strategic) and relate this to different evaluation approaches. K E Y WO R D S : ambiguity; new public management; performance measurement; public management settings; typology of evaluation practices
to preordained categories (van Gunsteren, 1992) . Technological improvements, such as improved ICT systems and greater (informational) complexities, strengthen expert power. Governing is an extremely difficult task in this context. Within individualistic, capitalist societies, guidance and compliance are found in professional evaluation and other scientific practices such as performance measurement (House, 1993) . Measurement functions as a source of authority to inform, legitimate and control managerial decisions. Performance measurement is perceived to be the way out, as it plays a dual role. It fits with the climate in which citizens and experts find themselves and it introduces new control modes within a performance-oriented climate.
Despite the popularity of the new public management, several scholars have criticized the 'misplaced comparison' and 'misplaced generalisation' that characterize the movement (Noordegraaf, 1999 (Noordegraaf, , 2000 . First, proponents of the new public management compare the public sector with one private company, whilst a comparison with the private sector seems more reasonable. Second, these proponents argue that one and the same management model is appropriate for the whole public sector. Performance measurement, however, runs into problems, because this method cannot deal with contradictory preferences, contested knowledge, fuzzy means-ends relations and unclear relations between outputs and outcomes that characterize certain management settings (e.g. March and Olsen, 1979; Wilson, 1989; Weick, 1995) . The use of performance indicators is then questionable: whose values and criteria are represented, and whose values and voices are subsequently neglected or ignored (Greene, 1999) ? Others have noticed that in these cases performance measurement may give rise to the socalled 'performance paradox' (Meyer and Gupta, 1994; Leeuw, 2001) . Performance indicators are introduced in areas where performance indicators fail, such as welfare or education, so that, in the end, performance might be harmed instead of improved. Others have criticized business-like measurement models, and accompanying notions like 'transparency' and 'effectiveness' and underscored the complex, political nature of public-sector performance (e.g. Moore, 1995; Kickert, 1997; Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2000) .
We share the critique on the unreflective application of performance measurement in the public domain and argue for a differentiation in terms of management conditions or settings. It seems reasonable to acknowledge the nature of multiple management settings in order to cope with problems of performance measurement and evaluation to improve practice. The rest of this article will be devoted to a detailed analysis of this critical move. We set ourselves three main tasks. First, we will try to establish a conceptual understanding of multiple management settings. We will critically reflect on the assumptions in which performance measurement is grounded as well as giving a theoretical account of the problems of performance measurement, using the concepts of uncertainty and ambiguity for this task. Second, we will strengthen the aforementioned differentiation in terms of policy/management settings. We will provide a theoretically grounded typology in order to counteract the misplaced generalization of performance measurement. We use the notion of public management settings to this end. Third, we will distinguish between different types of evaluation Abma and Noordegraaf: Public Managers amidst Ambiguity methods. We argue that specific public management settings require specific evaluative practices.
Multiple Settings of Public Management

Uncertainty versus Ambiguity
The managerial world is a disorderly world: managerial working days are hectic and chaotic, issues are unstructured and complex, attempts to influence others are difficult, and the effects of managerial interventions are hard to predict. Most (public) managers are aware of this -they really 'feel' it -and a large part of the (public) management literature acknowledges it, in one way or another. How this is done varies, in two crucial ways:
1. the nature of disorder can be conceptualized differently; and 2. the ways to cope with disorder can be treated differently (Noordegraaf, 2000) .
Most analyses of management conditions perceive disorder or complexity in terms of uncertainty or information shortage or 'imprecision in estimates of future consequences conditional on present actions' (March, 1994) . They notice the lack of understanding of how environmental elements are changing (state uncertainty), the unknown impact of environmental changes on the organization (effect uncertainty), and the various response options that are open to the organization (response uncertainty) (Weick, 1995) . Such a perception of disorder rests upon three assumptions:
• Management complexity can also be conceptualized differently, in terms of ambiguity or 'equivocality' or 'an ongoing stream that supports several different interpretations at the same time' (Weick, 1995) . This turns the aforementioned assumptions upside down. Preferences, goals, priorities might be absent or shifting or contradictory. A manager might not know what he wants or what he does not know. Information is inherently contested: a manager might not know which information is relevant or how it might be interpreted, or different managers see different information, or if they see comparable information, they might 'see' something different. It might be unclear how to use information: causal links might be interpreted in different ways. The concept of ambiguity highlights the interpretive nature of the managerial world, as it distinguishes between informational stimuli and the meaning of stimuli. The informational stimulus might be 'out there', but the perception of it and the establishment of its meaning occur during managers' dialogues and interactions, when diverging interests, values and interpretations rise to the surface. That explains why Evaluation 9(3) management is an unending process, why managers are not all-powerful 'orchestra conductors' and why managerial working days are 'socio-chaotic' (Noordegraaf, 2000) . So-called managerial behaviour research has convincingly shown this (Mintzberg, 1973; Cohen and March, 1974; Kaufman, 1980; Kotter, 1982 . For a summary, see Noordegraaf and Stewart, 2000) .
This leads us to the second variation: the ways managers might cope with such complexity are treated differently. Most argue that 'subjective' elements must be squeezed out as much as possible: managers must bring clarity, consistency and order. Most management textbooks present neat models and techniques for bringing this about and are still inspired by age-old Wilsonian, Tayloristic and Gulickian management insights. The new public management might be said to fall back on these ingredients (e.g. Pollitt, 1993) in order to create smooth running output-oriented machines.
These basic ingredients are mixed with a bit of 'bounded rationality', a touch of 'contingency' thinking and a pinch of 'culture', and there you have it -the present-day recipe for anti-bureaucratic tastes. (Noordegraaf, 2000: 3) Some, on the other hand (e.g. March and Olsen, 1989; Forester, 1993; Weick, 1995) , argue that management will always be interpretive and that the presence of ambiguity is a precondition for creativity, innovation and survival -it might be normatively desirable. John Forester (1993) relates the focus on uncertainty versus ambiguity to the instrumental versus communicative conception of public management and planning. If management is perceived as 'context-free technical problem solving' emphasis will be placed on reducing uncertainty through evidence. On the other hand, if management is understood as 'context-dependent practical action', the emphasis is placed on dealing with ambiguity and uncertainty through communicative processes of dialogue, argumentation and social learning.
The conceptualization of the public management practice in terms of an interpretative enterprise is an important scholarly position, especially for evaluative purposes. It raises several questions:
• If management is an interpretive enterprise, how do you know what must be done? What is effective managerial action if the objective grounds for assessing 'effectiveness' are missing? • Is ambiguity always desirable? Can we think of situations in which ambiguity is or might be largely reduced?
The first question is relatively easy to answer, as leading scholars (such as March and Olsen and Weick) have indicated how managers deal with ambiguity: they do not fall back on objective but social grounds -they do what is appropriate, given the socio-cognitive or institutional setting in which they operate. March and Olsen (1989) speak of a 'logic of appropriateness', as opposed to an instrumental 'logic of consequence' (that pervades the new public management), which is grounded by rules of appropriateness. Social psychologist Karl Weick (1979) shows how individuals 'enact' sensible realities, thus creating 'consensually validated grammars for reducing equivocality by means of sensible interlocked [March and Olsen] and cognitive [Weick] structures that provide stability and meaning to social behaviour' (Scott, 1995) . Such a socio-cognitive picture of ambiguity resolution can also be found elsewhere, for instance in constructivist and discursive approaches to public administration (van Twist and Termeer, 1991; Hajer, 1993; Lips, 1996) . The second question is harder to answer, as these authors are less explicit about different levels of ambiguity. It is our view, however, that this question needs an answer, as it would be another 'misplaced generalisation' if we were to conclude that all is ambiguous and performance measurement is always impossible. We need some sort of classification of different levels of ambiguity. We have constructed such a classification, based on a typology of management settings. These settings, we argue, differ in two ways:
• the intensity of ambiguity -settings are more or less ambiguous, or in other words, there is a stronger or weaker social grounding; and • the nature of ambiguity -ambiguity takes on special characteristics in different settings. Settings might, for instance, differ in terms of measurability: some issues might be directly measurable, some only in the long run, and some might be unmeasurable. The meaning of measurability might also vary.
Multiple Public Management Settings
There are several possible ways to classify settings. Some authors distinguish between different types of public organizations, based upon primary activity (e.g. policy making or policy implementation) or upon output/outcome features. Wilson (1989) distinguishes between four types of organizations, based upon the (un)measurability of outputs and outcomes. Others distinguish between types of activities (Hofstede, 1981) or between different kinds of users that are served by public organizations: Mintzberg (1996) uses the consumer/client/citizen/subject classification to distinguish between four types of public organizations (see Table 1 ). These distinctions are valuable, and they might be used to put together a typology that is 'appropriate' for our purposes. This can be done as outlined in Table 1 (for a fuller account, see Noordegraaf [1999] ).
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290 Table 1 . User Roles
Role Definition
Consumer A consumer buys identifiable products and can choose whether and where to buy.
Client
A client receives professional help and is dependent on professional expertise.
Citizen
A citizen participates in arranging, organizing and ordering public infrastructure, together with politicians.
Subject
A subject is subjected to public authority, which might be accompanied by the use of force.
Source: Based upon Mintzberg (1996) Firstly, we do not start with 'organizations' but with 'primary' or 'production' processes that occur within, around and between formal organizations. Secondly, we identify the main dimensions that run through the earlier classifications and that might be used to assess the intensity and nature of ambiguity. The following two dimensions seem crucial:
• The nature of interaction between 'producers' and those for whom the producer produces. The consumer/client/citizen/subject classification can be used in this case. See Table 1 for a fuller summary: interactions with customers and subjects are one-sided; interactions with clients and citizens are one-sided.
• The nature of the production process. Some processes are routine: repetitive, standardized; they flow according to given algorithms (if . . . then reasoning). Other processes are non-routine: unstandardized, incidental; algorithms break down or are absent. 3
Both dimensions enable us to construct a two-by-two table, in which four types of production processes are distinguished (see Table 2 ). These settings will be used to explore the intensity and nature of ambiguity, as well as the consequences for evaluation. In short, each setting requires appropriate evaluation methods.
Nature and Levels of Ambiguity in Multiple Public Management Settings
We have distinguished four settings of public management. Each setting has its own features and 'logic', and related forms of confusion and contradictions. In this section we will further identify the nature and intensity of ambiguity in these settings.
One-sided Interaction: Predefined 'Product'
Industrial and enforcing processes are both characterized by a one-sided interaction between producer and consumer/subject. The interaction is 'one-sided' in the sense that the provider offers a predefined product. The product may change over time taking into account consumers' responses, but the provider can and will not directly take into account the response from the consumer. The consumers Noordegraaf (1999) act as receivers, not as co-producers. This implies that the provider largely defines and controls the product and that the product is relatively insensitive to varying expectations and interpretations. In the case of industrial processes, consumption of the products of many private companies operating on the free market serves as a frame of reference: the products are tangible, can be stored and identified and consumers are free to choose a product among a group of providers. Furthermore, outcomes are knowable; buying and using toothpaste will result in healthier teeth and less decay; running trains will lead to an improved transport system and mobility; and allocating welfare funds will improve the financial position of individuals. Such an ideal-typical production is seldom seen within the public sector, not least because direct competition is often missing and because consumption is not always a voluntary act. Another reason for the rarity of industrial processes in the public sector is the fact that state 'industries' are the first to become privatized. Examples of public production that can be typified as industrial include the delivery of post and telecom services, the production of energy and public transport. Examples where the industrial character is less obvious include the delivery of licences and permits and the payment of benefits by social and other services. In the latter case it will be clear that the 'real' equality is often absent: rights are given in return for certain duties.
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In the case of enforcing processes, individuals are the subjects of government authority. Citizens (as subjects) do not have freedom of choice. Legitimized power is hard to dismiss; individuals can be arrested and locked up. Enforcing processes are meant to control the boundaries and demarcations in and of the public space. That is the reason why one can also speak of 'integer' processes: the least one may expect of practitioners of these processes is that they do not violate the boundaries and demarcations themselves. This is especially the case when it concerns policing activities, the accusing and judging of individuals and the imprisonment of sentenced citizens. Other examples of the establishment of boundaries are the inspection of public service delivering, national defence and 'peace-keeping' activities. The daily operations and activities of enforcing processes are measurable. Think of criminal acts policemen encounter. The effects, e.g. volume of theft, are to a certain degree also known. On the other hand, the processes are inherently disputable and the ambiguity is of a 'special' nature. Firstly, we notice dramatic 'policy conflicts' that are hidden behind the screens of the daily production. Consider questions such as:
• Should the police primarily function proactively or act as a reactive, repressive force? • Is the army's function defensive, peace-enforcing or peace-keeping?
• Is the intention behind the imprisonment of citizens to lock people up or to re-educate them?
Secondly, the nature of the production is such that it is always symptomatic and partly invisible: suspects act strategically, prisoners try to outsmart their 'captors'. The process has the character of a cat-and-mouse game.
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Two-sided Interaction: Negotiated 'Product'
Professional and strategic processes are characterized by two-way interactions. The client and citizens act as co-producers and actively influence the service and this implies that the 'product' is a negotiated outcome and less controlled by the provider. As a negotiated outcome the service will vary depending on the actors' expectations and context. In the case of professional practices, the client depends on the expert and the judgement of professionals. Professionals, in the classical sense of the word, are individuals who have followed a professional education and training, who are members of professional associations, who read professional journals, and who are subject to professional codes and legal procedures. Their expertise and autonomy are in part the result of the ambition to build power, gather money and receive status, but also relate to the specific nature of their work. The private and confidential character of knowledge about clients gives professionals a discretionary space to act without the interference of third parties. Examples of professional processes can be found in healthcare, social work and educational settings.
Another feature of professional work is that the 'product' is intangible (health; welfare; education) and negotiated between professional and client. Without the compliance of the patient a medical treatment will, for example, have no result. Traditionally the relationship and interaction between the professional and client is asymmetrical. Due to the changes in our modern society, such as the information and communication revolution, this hierarchical relationship and vertical interaction are starting to come under pressure. Many clients and informal carers no longer automatically accept the expertise and authority of their medical doctor, and ask for 'second opinions'. Parents are more critical about the school and the qualities of teachers. The work of professionals often concerns sensitive topics and they sometimes have to make far-reaching, ethical decisions. For example, medical doctors and nurses who are confronted with claims of parents for an abortion or with the wish of family members to conduct passive euthanasia. The effects of professional work are problematic to assess and measure. The societal effects of teaching are, for example, only 'visible' in the longer run and even then contested. The longstanding discussion on the impact of the mental-health care sector on the general welfare of the population is another illustration of how hard professional work is to measure.
Strategic processes concern the public, social and physical infrastructure and the demarcation of public space. Strategic processes are technically complex, and they involve decisions that have long-term effects on many levels (international, national, regional and local). Given the far-reaching implications, many interests and values (quality of life, environmental, economical and aesthetic values, etc.) are at stake, and many stakeholders try to influence these processes. As such they are highly 'complex'. In the public administration literature they are qualified as 'politically sensitive'. The interaction with citizens and others is, ideally, two-sided, because the demarcation of space has to be negotiated with citizens.
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Routine Production: Legitimized Algorithms
Industrial and professional processes are characterized by a routine production process that follows a more or less stable algorithm (an 'if X then Y' argumentation). Under normal, stable conditions industrial processes are characterized by a low degree of ambiguity; confusion and possible contradictions are dealt with elsewhere, for example, in policy circles where algorithms are formulated. Managers of industrial processes can translate these legitimized algorithms into operational terms and organize the production process in terms of strict procedures. The algorithms serve as constraints for practitioners (Wagenaar, 1997) . The rules determine what is and what is not possible in a situation, and they indicate how a civil servant should act (and to a lesser degree also how a client should behave), and what are good and workable decisions and what are unacceptable decisions. The constraints can take the form of:
• formal rules and guidelines (of juridical, organizational or procedural nature); • implicit habits, expectations or norms; and • cognitive artefacts (symbols and myths) (Scott, 1995) .
The relatively low degree of ambiguity, however, does not alter the fact that there still can be a fair amount of residual ambiguity when the seemingly uniinterpretable algorithms are applied. Practitioners encounter concrete people with concrete questions and problems. The stories of clients are full of details, and it is not obvious which details are relevant and which are not relevant for the current problem. In some situations, algorithms may conflict or they may become unfeasible due to practical limitations (e.g. a civil servant may not be able to visit a client at home even though a home visit is required). In positive terms the residual ambiguity creates 'policy freedom' for street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980) . Practitioners who are meeting clients have to interpret and apply the general rules in particular situations and individual cases, and this gives them the opportunity to distinguish between cases and to honour the particulars of a situation, and hence of the people and lives involved. Given the individualized and emancipated nature of contemporary society, we expect that in the near future those street-level bureaucrats will be confronted with more contradictory claims (e.g. Vinzant and Crothers, 1998) . Civil servants may find that the oncesuitable algorithms are no longer appropriate given the situations they encounter. This creates a vacuum until new rules are developed. As we will see, the nature of the residual ambiguity is related to questions regarding appropriate indicators to decide whether or not a claim is justified and how to weight certain extraordinary circumstances.
Professional processes are complex, but the 'production' is repetitive and standardized (the skills are standardized, not the outcomes) (Mintzberg, 1973) . Medical doctors may, for example, face unexpected clinical phenomena and atypical cases, but as soon as they have formulated the diagnosis, the therapyin the form of ambulatory consultations or clinical operations -will follow 'standard operating procedures'. While professional processes are complex and potentially ambiguous, a profession reduces a great deal of the ambiguity.
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Professionals specify their work, its domain in terms of product-market combinations, how they conduct their work (in the healthcare sector it becomes more and more common to develop protocols for certain illnesses), and how they make difficult -often recurring -decisions. That explains why highly educated professionals derive their knowledge and skills from professional networks outside the organization in which they work.
However, there are always residual ambiguities that professionals confront even when they apply general guidelines and protocols. Rein (1983) has characterized the nature of ambiguity of professional work. He observes that professional worries typically relate to questions about categorization (which patients 'fit' in which programme/therapy?) and the large number of cases (workload always exceeds the capacity of the relevant professional to pay attention to individual cases and to their wish to innovate practice). Professional theories may reduce ambiguity, but these have their limitations; the abstract nature of a theory may serve as a generalization, but it cannot explain the variation within a group of people (i.e. what makes them different from each other). When professional theories no longer have an experiential value 'there is still orderly action . . . the day-to-day routine goes on. But this complex structure of actions is partly unshielded and unjustified in an ideological and emotional sense' (Rein, 1983: 152) . Ultimately the professional is personally responsible.
No matter how large the social establishment of a profession, how moral or ideal its purposes, how certain its basic knowledge and command of theory, ultimately the practice of that profession comes down to one person of that profession in real time living with other people. (Rein, 1983: 140) 
Non-Routine Production: Absence of Legitimized Algorithms
At first sight, enforcing processes may seem routine. Consider sending people to prison. Yet, behind the screen policy, conflicts linger. Another source of ambiguity relates to the complicity of causal links. Due to the number of players and the influence of external developments, it is hard to attribute effects to individual players. Improvement of safety, for example, can be related to the number of police on the streets, but it also relates to other factors, such as urbanization, economic circumstances, and the other players in the juridical system. This implies that enforcing processes are characterized by conditioned ambiguity. Ambiguity becomes controllable through the application of 'standard operating procedures', but despite their intentions, almost always lead to confusion.
It is obvious that strategic processes are not routine. The production process centres on the weighting of values, and inherently involves conflict and is 'soft' -contested since outputs are extremely difficult to measure other than in terms of meetings, documents and laws. Furthermore the process is capricious, goals are not clear at the start, because it is the process itself that generates these goals. Incidents and crisis further fragment the process. The media and journalists also play an influential role, because they describe and analyse the debates on the radio, television and newspapers. As such they influence public opinion, and this motivates key players to adjust their behaviour towards the media.
In short, strategic processes are extremely ambiguous; there is confusion and
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many contradictory and incommensurable claims, requests and opinions that cannot be prioritized by 'objective facts'. For example, take the case of the expansion of Schiphol airport (see Box 1 below) and the migration of refugees; in these cases there are no 'optimal' solutions. Strategic policy processes are first and foremost meant to reduce this ambiguity and to develop shared rules and interpretations. These can then be translated into algorithms, which can subsequently be applied by operational organizations. But those algorithms are in themselves unstable. The involvement of new actors or incidents may always lead to a reinterpretation of the existing rules and interpretations.
To summarize, we have distinguished four public management settings with varying levels and features of ambiguity. Industrial processes, marked by onesided interactions with the consumer and routine production, have the lowest level of ambiguity. The two-sided interactions that characterize professional and Evaluation 9(3)
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Box 1. The Schiphol Dialogue
For several years the future of Dutch aviation has been the subject of discussion and research. In the summer of 1995 it became clear that Schiphol -the main international airport in Holland -would exceed agreed passenger limits much sooner than expected.
In order to open up the discussion on the issue of the benefits and necessity of expanding air travel and transport, a dialogue was organized to examine this issue. After a series of informal roundtable discussions, a broad societal process and a more formal process took place, the latter involving representatives of 80 stakeholder organizations (including regional and local government, the aviation and related businesses as well as environmental and citizen-interest groups). Although an independent commission had evaluated the extent to which the dialogue met a set of criteria suggested by the Government Scientific Council, the project leader wished to begin another evaluation in order to find out how participants had experienced the dialogue. Below is a summary of this evaluation and its main findings (November 1997-June 1998).
The evaluators analysed various documents (policy and annual reports, scientific studies, newspaper articles and opinion programmes) and conducted interviews with a selected group of approximately 20 stakeholders. The evaluation gave a detailed insight into the process. Participants valued the dialogue, because the dialogue stimulated a substantial conversation among groups that were otherwise only communicating via the media. The dialogue enhanced the mutual understanding among parties and illuminated the various dimensions of 'the' problem. Gradually the focus shifted from aviation infrastructure (how to accommodate growth) to the aviation sector and mobility in general. According to the participants the dialogue also had an enormous impact in relational terms: the development of new relationships, new interaction patterns and deconstruction of old stereotypes and conflicts between those in favour and those against growth. Controversies that emerged in the evaluation related to the substantial issues discussed (no serious attention was paid to the necessity of growth and alternatives to economic growth according to environmental interest groups) and the conceptualization of dialogue (instrumental versus substantial).
Source: Abma (2001c) strategic processes create high levels of ambiguity, because the product is the outcome of a negotiation process in which clients act as co-producers. Their expectations and interpretations influence the definition of the product and as a result the product changes depending on the situation at hand. The non-routine production that characterizes enforcing and strategic processes relates to valueladen topics and power issues, and the absence of legitimized algorithms. This generates intense levels of ambiguity. In the next section we will highlight methodological issues relating to the key themes across the four categories.
Implications for Evaluative Practices
Our departure point is that various evaluation approaches can and will be used across the various management settings identified, but that the balance of approaches in different contexts will vary. If the level of ambiguity is relatively low, such as in the case of industrial processes, a strong emphasis on performance measurement seems to be appropriate, but does not preclude the use of supplementary qualitative approaches. The 'appropriateness' of a certain set of evaluation approaches is grounded in a theoretical line of reasoning about the nature of management settings. 4
Data: Measuring Outcomes
Performance measurement is clearly suitable in the case of industrial processes. Industrial products are tangible and outcomes can be known and measured. To a certain extent performance measurement is also suitable when dealing with enforcement processes. Daily operations and activities in police stations and prisons are measurable. We know, for example, the kind of criminal acts that the police may encounter (robbery, assaults and offences against morality, juridical assistance and so on). The effects are to a certain degree also known: the incidence of thefts, assaults and so on can be identified, and we may ask citizens whether or not they feel safe. In the case of war, we may monitor the process and make up a report of the gains and losses. Parts of the enforcing processes are, however, surrounded with ambiguity, as noticed above, and require additional evaluation strategies to represent adequately what is happening and how this is valued. In the case of professional and strategic processes the use of performance measurement has a more limited value. In the case of healthcare settings, one may use epidemiological indicators such as morbidity (incidence and prevalence of illness among a population) and mortality rates, but the question arises whether these are the right indicators for the process that one is evaluating. Performance measurement in those instances is not necessarily impossible or difficult to assess and measure, but less appropriate, given the multiple intervening factors and range of values and interests at stake. Performance measurement cannot take this complexity and ambiguity into account. Therefore it is not uncommon that the application of indicators results in outcomes that are not recognized by the participants. One should not underestimate the emotional consequences of this lack of congruence.
Performance measurement requires the specification and operationalization of
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the relevant independent (the product or treatment) and dependent variables (the intended goals or objectives) into measurable indicators. Quantitative methods -in the form of surveys and statistical analysis -help to measure the factual outcomes and these should then be compared with the expected outcomes or intended policy goals. Where standards (norms) are not available, evaluators may also use historical analyses to compare the performance of a certain organization or department over time. Within the private sector 'benchmarks' are popular. This is a method to compare the performance of one company with the 'best practice' in the particular sector. Benchmarks may also be appropriate in the evaluation of industrial processes in the public sector (Green and Andersson, 2002) . The rankings based on these benchmarks may be generally known, and inform the general public. Ideally they may enable customers to make deliberate choices. Performance indicators, eventually in combination with historical comparisons and benchmarks, are appropriate to evaluate industrial and enforcing processes within the public sector. But in settings where it is less clear that the processes being evaluated are of these types, like the distribution of benefits, we urge evaluators to reconsider the appropriateness of these instruments. The residual ambiguity practitioners confront can be so intense that the methods just mentioned are simply too crude to represent the plurality and complexity encountered. Imagine, for example, prisoners having dissenting views in an evaluation of prisons. In that case it would be inappropriate not to represent these views given their knowledge of the setting and that their interests are at stake. The shortcomings of performance indicators, as pointed out by Jennifer Greene (1999) , become obvious in these circumstances: the practice cannot be meaningfully defined or reduced to simple endpoints, because there are so many diverse and sometimes contradictory endpoints or even an absence of meaning. Normatively the use of performance indicators is then also questionable; whose values and criteria are represented, and whose values and voices are subsequently neglected or ignored?
We propose that in the case of contradictions or the absence of clear norms, it should not be the evaluator who defines norms and criteria. Lack of consensus or the absence of norms requires that those engaged in the evaluated setting set up a democratic and dialogic process to develop norms and algorithms. Besides policy makers in the higher policy circles, we suggest that practitioners and citizens should also participate in these dialogic processes, because they are experts when it comes to the various claims of individuals and because their interests are at stake. The argument for the inclusion of these stakeholder groups is drawn from a knowledge component (expertise) and a value component (Greene, 1997) . In order to enable public managers to talk sensibly about daily practices and to develop realistic algorithms and norms evaluators may present stories that represent the lived experiences of citizens and practitioners. Stories can capture the complexity and ambiguity of the daily practice (Wagenaar, 1997; Abma, 1999) . Vicariously public managers may experience what it is like to act in ambiguous situations. Stories give them a context to develop realistic algorithms and hence evaluation criteria.
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Description: Context and Process
The problem of attributing outcomes to aspects of service provision is most obvious if legitimized algorithms are missing, such as in the case of enforcing and strategic processes. It is then hard to find out why certain objectives and standards are not met. We distinguish between two types of failures: 'theory failure' and 'program failure' (Weiss, 1992) . 'Theory failure' refers to the algorithms and operational guidelines that practitioners follow. The algorithms are often based on implicit assumptions and common understandings of policy makers, which may be unrealistic or wrong. Theory failure can be detected by a comparison of the algorithms in use with social scientific theories and insights. 'Program failure' refers to the implementation of the algorithms and the interpretation of general rules by civil servants. Process evaluations and qualitative methods -interviews with practitioners and participative observations -help evaluators to identify the mechanisms that lead to 'program failure'.
Given the attribution problem, evaluators are forced to develop sophisticated hypotheses that include many intervening variables in order to be able to explain. The construction of these sophisticated models requires that evaluators can rely upon existing social scientific theories Rossi, 1981, 1989) . Instrumental case studies (e.g. Yin, 1984) may also be helpful, because they acknowledge the complexity of the practice and its context. When theories are missing -which is often the case -evaluators may follow a more inductive design and qualitative methods to explore and gain insight into the complexity of the situation. Intrinsic case study designs will prove to be helpful (Stake, 2000) . In an intrinsic case study the case is considered interesting in itself and not simply because it represents a particular phenomenon. The aim is to unravel the unique characteristics of the case and to do this from the perspectives of the participants. The approach is, therefore, different from that of an instrumental case study in which the case is treated as a means to develop or refine a theory (Yin, 1984) . While Yin (1984) proposes to study the case from the etic perspective of an outsider, Robert Stake (2000) prefers to understand the case from the emic perspective of the insider.
Descriptions and analyses of fundamental conflicts and dilemmas experienced may increase public managers' understanding, and serve as a rich source to interpret and judge the data that come out of the performance measurement. These contextual descriptions and analyses may also help practitioners to see that the dilemmas they face are not an individual problem, but relate to the larger social context and the debates and confusions that surround their practice. In our eyes judgement of the situation is not a matter for the evaluator qua expert, but is a collaborative act for the evaluator and participants (managers and practitioners). Together they may develop ideas to improve practice.
Dialogue: Values and Power Issues
Given the complexity of professional and strategic processes, values and power issues limit the appropriateness of performance indicators. In the case of professional and strategic practices, and given the nature and intensity of ambiguity, it is more appropriate to use an evaluation approach that acknowledges Abma and Noordegraaf: Public Managers amidst Ambiguity ambiguity as a departure point for a reflexive dialogue. Such an approach is sensitive to the way people interpret and evaluate their practice and how their narratives are developed, changed and transmitted in conversations. The political scope of a responsive approach to evaluation is pluralist. Criteria and standards are not solely derived from the goals, intentions and conceptions of policy makers, but also from the values and meanings embedded in the narratives of other actors with an interest in the evaluated practice. Methodologically this implies that the 'design' is not preordained, but gradually emerges (Stake, 1975) . The evaluation is not considered a technical and analytical procedure, but a 'dialogical' process in which various people are approached as partners (as opposed to information givers). Furthermore, the evaluation has a participative or collaborative character. It is not carried out by an evaluator qua expert, but rather in close collaboration with those who have an interest in the practice being evaluated (Guba and Lincoln, 1989) . They are involved in the evaluation process and have a say in all the critically important stages of the evaluation as well as in the formulation of issues and the interpretation of findings. Although this involvement may stimulate the acceptance and utilization of findings (Greene, 1988) , the main reason for stakeholder participation is political: to acknowledge plurality and the agency of people and to make sure that no voice is marginalized or excluded (Greene, 1997) .
In the evaluation studies of professional processes the perspective of the client deserves extra attention given the asymmetrical relationship and interaction between professionals and clients (Koch, 1994 (Koch, , 2000 Wadsworth, 2001 ). Evaluators should deliberately pay attention to those weak voices in order to create a power balance and fair 'negotiation'. The voices of clients (patients, family care givers, school children, students and parents) are easily dismissed or ignored by professionals, and commonly lay-people are not approached as serious partners from whom one may learn. Evaluators should therefore actively bring in those 'other' voices, directly or indirectly in the form of personal stories, and invite professionals to suspend their own judgement and to listen to those stories. Furthermore evaluators should be aware that professionals are not used to looking critically at each other's work. They tend to follow a strategy of self-defensive avoidance and non-intervention ('if you are not critical of my work, I am not critical of your work') (Moen and Abma, 1992) . It is therefore important to create a safe environment where participants feel comfortable to talk openly about their experiences. Having exchanged experiences it may become less threatening to discuss more delicate subjects. Given the fact that professionals are almost always overloaded with work (and some medical doctors may 'lose' income), time investments should be realistic. If possible, activities should be scheduled as part of daily activities and meetings, and participants should always receive something in 'return' (at least a transcript or report, but preferably a sense of community and enhanced insights). Finally, evaluators should be aware that professionals will only be interested in joining an evaluation process if the issues discussed are meaningful to them and if they relate to their own concerns.
The example in Box 2 illustrates what kind of research activities a responsive evaluation includes, and what kind of findings it may generate.
Evaluation 9(3)
Given the intensity and nature of ambiguity of strategic processes, a responsive approach -as proposed for the evaluation of professional processes -is the most appropriate method. We will not repeat the characteristics of this approach, but focus on the particular kinds of problems evaluators may face in these settings.
One of the most challenging aspects of the evaluation of strategic processes is related to the politically sensitive nature of strategic processes. The interests at stake are often so high that the key players have the tendency to behave strategically; they see the evaluation as a vehicle to bring their point of view to the
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Box 2. Evaluating Palliative Care Responsively
Palliative care is a relatively new concept that is used in connection with the integral care provided to those who are unable to recover from their illness. The specific meaning of the concept has not been clearly defined. What follows is a summary of a responsive evaluation of a palliative care project in a Dutch healthcare authority (February 1997 -April 1998 .
The project consisted of three phases. The preparatory phase involved the collection of a broad set of meanings: a relatively small number of interviews were carried out with managers, professionals, clients and informal caregivers and participative observations were made in order to gain an understanding of different view-points on the current practice of palliative care. The field notes and interview transcripts were analysed and presented in the form of an intermediary evaluation report. This report had the character of a 'working document' and acted as a vehicle in the second phase of the project. The findings in the report were discussed in a working conference with a consultation team (composed of an executive manager of the local hospital, a spokesperson of the regional cancer institute and several nurses and medical doctors) and a series of story workshops among health professionals. The goal of the second phase was to expand the dialogue on palliative care and to engage as many participants as possible in a dialogue on the implications and meaning of the findings for the practice of palliative care. The third phase aimed to integrate the findings. These would then be shared with participants and others who might be interested. The conversations were transcribed, analysed and presented in a final evaluation report. A draft version provided the input for a second working conference with the consultation team. The final evaluation report was disseminated to a wide audience of health professionals and organizations both inside and outside the authority in order to promote an ongoing dialogue on palliative care and to develop ways to improve the practice.
One of the most important impacts of the evaluation was that it opened up a multiplicity of interpretations and controversies surrounding the meaning of palliative care. While this has not given rise to complete clarity or consensus about the meaning of palliative care, it has nevertheless brought voices into the discourse that are often not heard, including those of patients and informal caregivers. Health professionals became more aware of constraining organizational conditions and possible ways of changing these conditions. They also reflected critically on neglected themes, such as the importance of physical expressions of affection and of love and the conflictual relationships with informal caregivers.
Source: Abma (2001a) fore and to influence the decision-making process. This kind of behaviour is counterproductive in the case of a dialogical evaluation; instead of a discussion taking place in which parties exchange standpoints and arguments, a dialogue aims to enable a conversation in which people with names and faces share experiences and inquire collaboratively into the nature of 'the problem'. For a genuine dialogue and honest response it is important to create a safe environment and to build trust (Abma, 2001b) .
Another dilemma evaluators may face is related to the institutional setting. Evaluation studies have more impact and are taken more seriously if they are sanctioned by key players in higher policy circles. They might, however, not always be willing to do so (e.g. because the approach is unknown to them or because they do not want to share power with other stakeholders). Lack of support from the top is in itself not a reason to cancel a responsive evaluation study (it might in fact be the reason to conduct such an evaluation), but evaluators should consider its effects. They might, for example, seek support among key players 'outside' the realm of government, and use other networks and the media to communicate their findings.
Finally we want to draw attention to the role of the evaluator who is operating in a politically laden context. Evaluation studies, of course, always take place in a political context, but when considering strategic processes, political intensity is greater. This may affect evaluators in many different ways: they may have strong substantive opinions about the matter itself, and naturally sympathize with one of the parties. In the case of asymmetrical power relationships, the evaluator is particularly vulnerable. In order to create a power balance the evaluator will deliberately try to bring in 'marginalized voices'; this may, however, be read by the dominant parties as over-identification, and result in mistrust and non-co-operative behaviour. To prevent such a situation it is of great importance to keep the process in mind, and to be reflexively aware of one's own convictions and loyalties (Abma, 2001b) . Working in teams with evaluators with differing opinions on the matter at hand is also a good antidote to one-sided advocacy. See Box 1 for an example of this.
Conclusions
We started this article assuming that public managers work amidst ambiguity, and that the nature and intensity of ambiguity vary depending on the type of process and setting. Having distinguished and identified four different kinds of process, we have argued that evaluative practices should be adjusted to the typical nature and intensity of the evaluated process. In laying out this argument we have taken a balanced view of performance measurement, and our contingency approach differs from the positions taken in the field which can be described as a polarization between those for and those against performance measurement. The shortcomings Greene (1999) notices are evident when it concerns professional and strategic processes, and in these cases responsive approaches that foster dialogue are indeed more suitable. In settings characterized by a low degree of ambiguity, such as enforcing and industrial processes, performance measurements (data) in Evaluation 9(3) combination with process evaluations and case studies (contextual descriptions) do have value (Blalock, 1999; Davies, 1999) .
For the implementation of this contingency we expect that the following barriers need to be overcome.
• The trend of new public management, and the implicit belief in the ability to control and rationalize society by means of scientific knowledge, results in an uncritical embrace of performance indicators.
• A lack of knowledge about the nature of public management settings among evaluators and the face-validity of rational models may easily result (inappropriately) in performance indicators being chosen.
• A lack of knowledge among public managers about various evaluation approaches may prevent them from searching for evaluation designs that acknowledge the nature of the setting.
• A fear of losing one's identity and role may prevent managers and evaluators from experimenting with approaches other than goal-based and performance measurements. These latter approaches enable public managers to present themselves as neutral decision makers, and emphasize that evaluators are experts.
• Public management settings are complex: in one organization we may find more than one type of process, and it can be hard to categorize the processes to be evaluated. In order to handle this complexity it may be very tempting to reduce every process to an industrial process, and to use performance indicators.
There are also several trends that may support our contingency approach.
• In the field of public administration we note a transition from purely rational models to institutional and constructionist approaches that acknowledge the shortcomings of rational approaches of policy and decision making. • In the field of evaluation the shortcomings of performance measurement are becoming more known and there are several authors arguing for additional process evaluations or alternative approaches.
• Practitioners in public management are experiencing the shortcomings of the use of performance-driven models and the underlying economic discourse (rigidity, internal orientations etc.).
Balanced evaluation acknowledges the apparent fuzziness of public management, and the fact that ambiguity can only be resolved following its acknowledgement.
Notes
1. An earlier version of this article was presented at the 4th European Evaluation Society Conference, Lausanne, 2000: 'Evaluation for Public Managers'. 2. All of these ideas are neither new, nor original. Many ideas come from the private sector -the emphasis on customer demand, on performance contracts and indicators, on 'lean and mean' structures -they can be found in the business literature. The socalled 'sectoral structures' resemble 'multi divisional structure' (Mintzberg, 1973) , in which the strategic apex sets out strategic lines and autonomous business units are responsible for the day-to-day running of their production lines. The new public management is a relative phenomenon; it has become popular, not because of its innovativeness or originality, but because of its timing, 'fit' and PR. 3. In this article the term 'algorithm' does not only refer to a numerical order. An algorithm (versus a heuristic) is understood as a rule for action that guarantees a certain outcome. 4. As one of the reviewers rightly pointed out, normative justifications also interfere here.
The properties of each of the public management settings are not just given, but are an outcome of interpretation and therefore are inevitably coloured by normative attributions, which are ideologically and culturally loaded.
